Improving Pap test turnaround time using external benchmark data and engineering process improvement tools.
Turnaround time for Papanicolaou (Pap) tests became an important service quality issue at our institution. We studied Pap test turnaround time using engineering process improvement tools and benchmarked turnaround time against data published as a College of American Pathologists Q-Probes study. An IDEF3 process map revealed the complexity of the Pap test process and the opportunities for process improvement. We used these data and the action-research method to initiate changes in cytopathology laboratory operations with the goal of reducing turnaround time. Before intervention, mean Pap test turnaround time was highly variable; during a 6-month period, monthly means ranged from 2.5 to 10.8 days. A cycle time study conducted over a 2-week period validated these data. After system improvements were implemented, the monthly mean turnaround time decreased and became more consistent, with 11 of 12 months having a mean turnaround time of 3 days or less (range, 1.5-3.9 days). Our study illustrates the value of publishing Q-Probes data for use as external benchmarks and the benefits of using tools from other disciplines to improve laboratory processes.